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ABSTRACT

When Saeed Betrays Fuad: Laughing at the Mechanized Occupation
by
Ezgi Demirors

Advisor: Rebecca Shareah Taleghani

This thesis comparatively explores the emergence of the comic in the novel The Secret Life
of Saeed The Pessoptimist by Emile Habibi and the film The Time That Remains directed by Elia
Suleiman, by building on Bergson’s theory of mechanization. By tracing Bergson’s idea that comic
effect is created through the creeping up of the mechanical on the living, the establishment of the
“mechanical occupation” as a source of the comic will be elucidated. The comic will be explored in
terms of the ways in which both texts offer a new historicizing operation, being works that focus on
the narration of the past. More particularly, Habibi’s appropriation (or parody) of the Arabic
literary heritage (turāth), as well as Suleiman’s parody of historicizing narrative forms will be
conceptualized in terms of the (failing) categories of modernity, such as the nation, tradition, and
history, within the context of the crises of Palestinian self-representation. Finally, the possibilities
of memory-work will be explored within the transtextual space that is built from reading the two
texts in dialogue, and possibilities of the application of the concept of mechanization expanded in
order to demonstrate its relevance in finding connections between literary and social analysis in the
context of Palestine.
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Background and overview
The Secret Life of Saeed The Pessoptimist by Emile Habibi is considered to be one of the
classics of Palestinian literature. It was first published in Arabic in 1974, shortly after the 1967 war
between Egypt and Israel. It tells the story of a man from Haifa named Saeed who escapes to
Lebanon after his village is ambushed by Israeli soldiers during the war in 1948. While his father
dies during the ambush, Saeed survives dye a donkey stepping in between him and a bullet. In the
summer of 1948, he returns to what is now the state of Israel. The reader learns that his father use
to work for the Jewish authorities before the state was founded, particularly for a certain Adnon
Safsarsheck, and Saeed manages to settle back in Haifa by proclaiming his father’s ties to Jewish
soldiers and thereby becoming a servant for the newly established state of Israel. He follows in his
father’s footsteps, so to speak. The entire book is framed as a letter that Saeed writes to his friend,
after he is found or “saved” by his extra-terrestrial companions, describing his life and the odd
things that have happened to him. Saeed’s retelling of his life encompasses the years between
19481 and the present (1974), with occasional jumps into the past of his childhood in mandatory
Palestine. The book is separated into three parts as three long letters that Saeed writes to his friend
and consists of 45 short vignettes. It is generally celebrated for its rich use of traditional Arabic
narrative devices, like the maqāma, rich intertextuality and references to both classical Arabic texts
and colloquial language and folklore, as well as witty use of humor, sarcasm, and word play.
Habibi’s reputation as a sarcastic and comic storyteller was powerful. Mahmoud Darwish, the poet

1

1948 is the year of the Nakba. This is the mass exodus of Arab Palestinian’s, mostly due to forced expulsion by the
Israeli army or the violence caused by the Arab-Israeli war. It is also the year in which Israel is officially established as
a state. The historiography of the 1948 war and the Nakba is highly contested for a number of reasons. For a more
extensive history of the Nakba and the Palestinian people see Kimmerling and Migdal (2003), Khalidi (2006), or Pappe
(2015). For a history of the making of the Israeli state see Shapira (2012) or for debates about 1948 and the Nakba in
Israeli historiography see Shlaim (2007).
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of Palestine and a contemporary of Habibi’s, calls Habibi “you all sarcastic enchanter” (1996) in
the farewell speech he gives at his close friend’s funeral.
The Time That Remains by Elia Suleiman was released in 2009 in a significantly different
political climate than the Pessoptimist. Although the victory of Israel in 1967 set the tone for the
hopelessness and tireless waiting in the Pessoptimist, it was the Oslo process in the 90’s that
largely extinguished the hope for a new Palestinian state for Arabs living in Israel, a fact which
profoundly influenced their artistic production, including that of Elia Suleiman.2
Like The Pessoptimist, The Time That Remains takes place between 1948 and the present
(2009). The film is considered to be semi-autobiographical in that it begins with the story of
Suleiman’s father and follows the childhood and coming of age of Elia Suleiman himself. As in his
other movies, the filmmaker plays himself. As the movie passes gradually from the perspective of
Fuad to Elia, the narrative style changes too. While the past is portrayed with vibrant, symmetrical,
and perhaps more of an idealizing aesthetic, the audience slowly sees the film begin to revert to the
more familiar, absurdist-vignette style that is more recognizable as Suleiman’s work. The movie
starts off with a middle-aged Suleiman getting in the cab of an Israeli driver. They are caught by a
rainstorm, so the driver gets lost and has to pull over. He can’t recognize anything and asks
himself, over and over again, “where am I” and “how did I get here”? The entire movie might be
thought of as Suleiman’s response to where “we” (Palestinians as well as Israelis) are and exactly
how “we” got here. Much like his two previous movies, The Chronicle of a Disappearance (1996)
and Divine Intervention (2002), Suleiman fully embraces absurdity and makes the audience laugh
through strange, disconcerting, and intimate imagery with minimal dialogue and removed

2
For a closer reading of the transformation of Palestinian literature its political/historical context see Darraj (2006) and
Turki (1981).
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observation.
It is important for our analysis that Suleiman and Habibi are both from cities that are now
part of the state of Israel. Habibi was born prior to the foundation of Israel and spent most of his
life in Haifa while Suleiman was born and grew up in Nazareth. In other words, they are part of the
Palestinian population that remained in Israel and who (either themselves or their families)
survived the mass expulsion during the Nakba in 1948. At the time Habibi published the
Pessoptimist, Kanafani (2015) had only recently wrote his survey of resistance literature of
Palestinians living under occupation, and before then, the artistic spheres of Palestinians inside and
outside of Palestine/Israel were mostly separated, with little to no attention being paid to artists
within Israel. It is possible to talk about the topography of Palestinian literature and art more
generally in terms of this divide between inside and outside, or between occupation and exile.3 The
two conditions generate separate yet complimentary aestheticizations of Palestinian history and
experience. The inside/outside dichotomy that Kanafani suggests may be further complicated by
the presence of artists in territories occupied after 1967 (the West Bank), those who experienced
refugee camps, or Palestinians who are many generations removed from the Nakba and now write
in other languages. It is, however, the experience of being an exile within one’s homeland, and the
humiliations and identity problems that go with it, that both Habibi and Suleiman build on
extensively in their work.

Amal Eqeiq (2019) has a great discussion about the cultural dynamics between Haifa (in Israel) and Ramallah (in the
West bank) across different time periods, highlighting their increased cooperation after 1967.
3
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Bergson and the mechanical occupation1
Habibi and Suleiman narrate the history of the Palestinian people living inside of Israel
comically, and both artists have made statements to that effect: "I had a specific goal [when writing
these novels] and it is to show the absurdity of the ethnic oppression in Israel..." declares Habibi
(Khater, 1993, p. 77) while Suleiman says that “I think power is something to be ridiculed”
(Khader, 2015, p. 24). It is a striking choice, considering the tragedy of the situation, particularly
surrounding the events of 1948 or the Nakba. The comic element within both works constitutes the
fundamental historicizing operation of their narratives, for it is their unique reliance on the comic
that frees the past from teleological frameworks and opens spaces for new meanings. I will rely on
Bergson’s An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic (1912) in order to propose a new reading of the
comic in the works of Habibi and Suleiman.
Bergon’s theory of the comic rests on the principle that what we find comic is “something
mechanical encrusted on the living” (Bergson, 1912, p.37). The mechanical here is defined as the
opposition of vitality, as life requires the complete and utter connectedness of the person to the
constant changes in the world. According to Bergson, what distinguishes the living from the
mechanical is “a continual change of aspect, the irreversibility of the order of phenomena, the
perfect individuality of a perfectly self-contained series” (Bergson, 1912, p. 89). The mechanical is
repetitive action that is not porous to the ever-changing minute details of life, whether these
changes refer to something as simple as the weather or as complex as political ideas. The
mechanical consists of unchanging moulds, forms of behaviour or thinking, that fail to resonate

1
The term “occupation” is used in throughout the paper in order to refer to both the Israeli regime presiding over the
West Bank, as well as in order to frame the lives of the Palestinians living within Israel. This choice was made in order
to emphasize the unity of the struggles of Palestinians living across borders as well as to draw attention to their
ongoing displacement within and outside of Israel.
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with and adapt to the ever-changing world. Much like a robot in a construction line that is
programmed to do a single thing over and over again, even after the factory it works in is set on
fire.
Bergson states that the most basic demonstration of this principle may be in the form of
absent-mindedness. When one steps over a banana peel and slips, it is because one is not paying
attention to the details of the world and performing the motion of walking mechanically, i.e., being
absent-minded. Their fall is funny because it is an infringement on the vitality and adaptability of
the individual. The body is essentially graceful only to the extent that it can be one with the
emotional and physical demands the world requires of it, to the extent that it becomes a vessel for
the entirely smooth movement of the person through the world. We laugh when attention is drawn
to the physicality of the body, its uncontrollable reactions that infringe on the alignment between
ourselves and the environment. It is in this spirit that Bergson writes that “when we see only
gracefulness and suppleness in the living body, it is because we disregard in it the elements of
weight, of resistance, and, in a word, of matter; we forget its materiality and think only of its
vitality, a vitality which we regard as derived from the very principle of intellectual and moral life”
(Bergson, 1912, p, 49).
Moving past the body, there is nothing funnier according to Bergson than the particular
inversion entailed in the classic example of Don Quixote. In the romances with which his mind has
been saturated, Don Quixote sees knights encountering giants, and therefore he requires a giant of
his own to encounter. This idea “is bent on entering the world, and so the very first object he sees
bearing the faintest resemblance to a giant is invested with the form of one. Thus, Don Quixote
sees giants where we see windmills” (Bergson, 1912, p. 183). This kind of inversion by which we
see what we are thinking of as opposed to thinking of what we see is the ultimate example of
5

mechanization, whereby our minds fail in adapting to the world, and comically live of the (albeit
logical) conclusions we draw from a core illusion.
Bergson’s principle about the mechanical has a large range of application, from simple
situations, such as clumsiness and slapstick, to very complex ones such as poetic arrangement of
sounds and words, parodies, and textual transpositions. The underlying principle behind laughter
being a corrective of automatism, however, remains constant. The fundamental principle is that
“the rigid, the ready-made, the mechanical, in contrast with the supple, the ever-changing and
living, absent mindedness in contrast with attention, in a word, automatism in contrast with free
activity, such are the defects that laughter singles out and would fain correct” (Bergson, 1912, p.
130). He goes as far as to incorporate it into a theory of art more generally. In this essay, Bergson
details the way in which we perceive of things in terms of generalized categories, a process by
which differences that are useful to us are emphasized and those that are not removed. In his words,
“it is this classification I perceive, far more clearly than the colour and the shape of things”
(Bergson, 1912, p. 152). These classifications are generalizations, or even prejudices, and while
they make it easier to navigate the world they also work as a veil over reality that hides the
individuality of things. Art, on the other hand, draws are attention to things as they are, divorced
from the utilitarian meanings we endow on preconceived categories, revealing to us the true nature
of things. A poet, for example, can dig through all of the practiced and generalized ways in which
we experience and share our emotions and “by rhythmical arrangement of words, which thus
become organized and animated with a life of their own, they tell us – or rather suggest – things
that speech was not calculated to express” (Bergson, 1912, p. 156). In a similar way, a painter
might reveal something of the true nature of the world that they have glimpsed by calling attention
to form and colour in ways that do not abide by our utilitarian preconceptions.
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Within this framework, comedy stands in some place between art and life. Comedy relies
heavily on generalized categories. It relies on or even creates types. This might explain why the
names of a lot of comedies are such types, such as the title of the novel at hand, “the ill-fated
Pessoptimist,” or the characters within it, such as “the Big Man” or “Baqiyya” (which translates to
“the one who stays”). These characters aren’t just perfect individuals of tragedies (such as Hamlet),
but they refer to a generalized and familiar type, or they create such a type that might now be
recognized in the world. According to Bergson, this leaning on generality, a kind of paradox
between art and comedy, is understandable by the fact that comedy obeys a social impetus (that of
correction of rigid behaviour, a will to perfect unity with the world) and can never be disconnected
from the moral underpinnings that such a judgement requires. It seeks to find not what is specific to
the person but “peculiarities admit of being reproduced… a possibly common sort of
uncommonness, so to say, - peculiarities that are held in common” (Bergson, 1912, p. 170). Within
the comic framework, there is always an inclination to correct and instruct.
It is important to ask what the reader is laughing at in the works of Habibi and Suleiman as
well as why. Furthermore, to the extent that we can understand laughter to be some sort of
“corrective”, what moral set-up does this corrective work within in both texts? Some examples
from both the book and the movie will help elucidate how Bergson’s understanding of the
mechanical maybe grounded within the critical humour of Suleiman and Habibi’s texts.
Saeed’s first introduction to the character “Big Man”, a soldier that works above Saeed’s
Sephardi supervisor Jacob, happens the day after Saeed secretly visits his old family house by the
shore. Jacob calls Saeed into his office where next to the desk a man is standing. Noticing how the
curtains are drawn and the man is wearing sunglasses, Saeed assumes that the man must be blind.
Having reached this conclusion, he goes up to him without being prompted and grabs his hand,
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“not waiting for him to offer it to me, since I did not want to embarrass him over his blindness”
(Habibi, 2003, p. 51). After being reprimanded for this, the Big Man (who ironically happens to be
short) yells at Saeed: “We know where you went yesterday!” (p. 51). Upon this Saeed thinks that
the man must be deaf, for he sees no reason for him to be shouting. He goes up to his ear and
screams, “I wanted a breath of sea air. Is that forbidden?” (p.51)
This is a great example of the most basic form of comic effect, the one achieved by the
mechanization of the body. Saeed insists on misinterpreting the actions of the Big Man. The reader
knows that the Big Man is wearing sunglasses in a dark room to appear threatening, and also
knows that he is shouting for the same reason. From Saeed’s perspective, or his perspective as a
man who does not yet understand the foreign behaviours of soldiers, these actions correspond to
that of a person whose basic sensory capacities are null. In other words, his body, a kind of
metaphor of the military regime, is closed off and unresponsive to the differences in the world with
which Saeed (or Palestinians generally) is attuned. The other way around is also true; Saeed is
misaligned with the cues and signals of the military regime. In any case, Habibi ascertains the
automatism of the military establishment through the body of the Big Man who acts like a
generalized category for the comic misbehaviours of military authority figures.
In chapter thirty-five, titled “A Flag of Surrender, Flying on a Broomstick, Becomes a
Banner of Revolt against the State” (Habibi, 2003, pp. 120-122), Saeed describes the events
following the occupation of the West Bank after the 1967 war. On the Arabic-language broadcast
of radio Israel, he hears the announcer calling for all “defeated Arabs” to raise a white flag over
their roofs so that the Israeli soldiers would leave them alone. Uncertain whether or not he is part of
the group of “defeated Arabs”, Saeed reaches the conclusion it “would be safe to regard himself as
one of those ‘defeated” (p. 120) and proceeds in making a white flag from his sheets and a
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broomstick and raises it above his house in Haifa. His “master” Jacob (a Sephardi soldier who
presides over Saeed) comes to his house and yells “Lower it, you mule!” (p. 121). He goes on to
describe how “I lowered my head until it touched his very feet and asked ‘Did they appoint you
King of West Bank, Your majesty” (p. 121). Jacob starts crying from frustration as Saeed is unable
to understand why the flag created such a big problem. He tried defending himself, assuming a
slightly ironic attitude “If raising a white flag on a broomstick is an insult to the dignity of
surrender, it’s only because broomsticks are the only weapons you permit us… However… if,
since the outbreak of war, they too have become some kind of deadly white weapon were are not
allowed to carry… then I am with you always, all the way.” (p. 121)
Saeed’s ramblings don’t get him anywhere, and in the end, Jacob manages to explain to
Saeed that it was only the Arabs in the West Bank who were supposed to raise the flags. When
Said intervenes by saying “but you can’t have too much of a good thing”, Jacob clarifies that “the
Big Man” interpreted Said’s white flag as “an indication that [he] regards Haifa as an occupied city
and therefore advocates its separation from the state”. He continues:
“The big man has come to believe that the extravagance of your loyalty is only a way of
concealing your disloyalty. He recalls your parentage and character and regards them as
proof that you only pretend to be a fool. If you are innocent, why was it ‘Yuaad’ that you
loved, ‘Baqiyya’ that you married, and ‘Walaa, you had as a son? All these names are
highly suspect to the state”
“Had the big man ever stopped to ask why I was born only an Arab and could have
only this as my country?’
“Come along and ask him yourself”
9

But instead they took me to the Bisan Depression and imprisoned me in the
awesome Shatta Jail. (Habibi, 2003, p. 122)
Another example of the comic effect in the book is from chapter thirty-nine. Shortly after
Saeed is imprisoned for the first time, he desires to stop working for the state and live a simple life
as a fruit vendor. However, “the Big Man” issues him a compulsory stay order in Haifa, making it
difficult for him to obtain his melons from a nearby town. He eventually gets arrested, describing
the events that follow as such:
They led me off to prison after charging me publicly with having disobeyed the compulsory
stay order. My going to Shafa Amr to buy melons, they said, had threatened the integrity of
the state. Whoever, as they put it, transported red melons in secret could also carry radishes
secretly and there was, afterall, only a difference in color between red radishes and hand
grenades! And red was not, under any circumstances, the same as blue and white. With a
watermelon, moreover, one could blow up a whole regiment if grenades were hidden inside
it. “Don’t you see that, you mule?”
“But I cut the melons open with a knife so the buyer can see,” the “mule”
responded.
“Oh! Knives too, eh” (Habibi, 2003, p. 135)
In the first example Saeed goes to jail for being “too loyal” and in the second for carrying
fruit that could look like hand grenades. In both cases, the comic effect is achieved by the obvious
mechanization of the regime and its inability to adapt to its environment. Showing no flexibility or
sensitivity to the intentions and actions of Palestinians, the military regime is an intentionally
impossible maze that Saeed must try and navigate and inevitably fail in doing so. The comic
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arrangement is simple and familiar: much like where Don Quixote sees giants when he looks at
windmills, the regime sees hand grenades in the place of watermelons.
It is hard to miss the very mechanized, purposefully choreographed and exaggerated
movements of the figures in The Time That Remains. Movement constitutes a central aspect of the
way in which comic effect is established, often working with both visual and textual repetition.
Suleiman frequently and ironically sets the scene of a slap-stick comedy special, reminiscent of
early silent movies. In a particular scene in which Israeli soldiers are looting a house in Nazareth in
1948, the audience sees a truck parked outside of the building. A soldier coming from inside of the
house brings with him a gramophone player and an old Arabic record. As he sets this up to play,
the other soldiers bring out different materials and display them to their supervisor who is sitting on
a small wooden chair. Their movements are choreographed to the extent of being absurd, almost
like they are dancing. There is no pretension of seeming “natural,” for the figures here are very
consciously commutated as props in an ironic take on a classical comedy scene. In tandem with
Bergson’s statement that “the originality of a comic artist is thus expressed in the special kind of
life he imparts to a mere puppet” (Bergson, 1912, p. 31), Suleiman’s use of exaggerated
choreography and symmetry could be understood as part of the process by which the mechanized
occupation is comically constructed.
Another example is a scene from the first half of the movie, when Elia is still a child. At
this point in the movie, the viewer knows that Fuad (Suleiman’s father) and his friend fish at night
and are continually bothered by the soldiers at the beach. One night, the police come to Fuad’s
house and announce to him that “we have information that you smuggle arms from Lebanon by
sea”. Four officers charge into the small house, taking up most of the space in the shot, and then
disperse to the other rooms. One of them comes back into the shot carrying a large tray and says
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“Gunpowder. Hidden under the kid’s bed”. The family looks at the tray in disbelief until one of the
officers, the one who happens to be Palestinian, exclaims, “That’s bulghur!”

Figure 1: Scene of the arrest of Fuad Suleiman
(Suleiman, 2009)

Fuad gets arrested anyway, and the audience is left with the scene of young Elia sitting in
the living room with four police officers while his parents leave the shot (Figure 1). The scene is
comically powerful because there is the acute awareness that, if seen out of context, it appears as
though four police officers are presiding over a single child in his pyjamas. The similarity of the
way in which melons are perceived as hand-grenades in the book and bulghur is perceived as gunpowder in this scene speaks to the similarity of the ways in which the two works develop
generalized types in order to bring out the mechanized facets of the Israeli regime for comic effect.
Here the unfamiliarity of the Israeli regime with local cuisine is expounded with a familiar
inversion whereby the automated mind sees what it has already decided to see as opposed to what
is actually there, a giant instead of a windmill or gunpowder instead of bulghur.
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A final example is from later in the movie during Suleiman’s trip to the West Bank, in
which he witnesses a bizarre scene of a young man taking out the trash (Figure 2). As the young
man is walking across the road, the nozzle of the large tank situated right next to his house follows
him around. He doesn’t pay it any attention and nonchalantly makes his way across the road. As he
is about to return to his house, he gets a phone call, and starts chatting with his friend about a party
that is supposed to happen later that night. He paces back and forth on the street, as one might do
while talking on the phone, while the large gun, only a few meters away from his head, continues
to follow his every movement. The audience hears the friendly conversation in Arabic
accompanied by the mechanic sound of the gun every time it moves, stops, and moves again,
following every single step the young man takes, until he ends his conversation and goes back into
his house.

Figure 2. Scene ofa young man taking out the
trash (Suleiman, 2009).
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Again, the comic effect relies on the exaggerated mismatch between the seemingly
mundane event, a person taking out the trash, and the extreme asymmetric response, a tank
following him around. What makes the scene funny is that the man shows no reaction or fear. If he
was too afraid to take out the trash due to a tank stationed outside of his house, the scene may have
been tragic. Instead, his complete ignorance of the threat draws the audience’s attention to the
absurd automatism, the complete lack of adaptability, the mechanized occupation.
Bergson states that “all that is serious in life comes from our freedom” (Bergson, 1912, p.
79). Thus, is it not only natural that laughter comes out of unfreedom, however contradictory that
may seem? Unfreedom is a serious and tragic situation indeed. Yet the slip from the tragic to the
comic requires only a quick reveal; “merely to fancy that our seeming freedom conceals the strings
of a dancing-Jack, and that we are, as the poet says ‘… humble marionettes / The wires of which
are pulled by Fate’” (Bergson, 1912, p. 79). Essentially both Saeed and the characters in
Suleiman’s movie are capable of becoming puppets, pulling our attention away from the tragedy,
individuality, uniqueness of their struggles (all of which would pertain to their freedom or agency)
and to the creeping up of the generalized and mechanical within their character. Such mechanical
qualities are what situates them in the occupation and constitutes their historical positionality.
If we laugh as a social impetus of correct rigid (or lifeless) behavior, then the power
dynamic inherent in this statement presents itself quite clearly to us (though it is not taken up by
Bergson himself): by suggesting that something is funny, we are also suggesting that something is
“broken”. Who gets to make this suggestion? In the case of Suleiman and Habibi, this is the way in
which laughter becomes a subversive act. When they make us laugh at the occupation (its ideology,
it’s functions, those who take part in it) they are in fact framing it as a mechanical and lifeless thing
out of touch with reality. When we laugh at it, we are in fact admitting to its failures. The
14

“common peculiarities” of the characters, the comic arrangement, are always the channels by
which the mechanized occupation is allowed to creep up on their person.
But laughter, so far as it points out the creeping up of the mechanical in our actions, also
points at what life is. Much like the way in which birth and death often accompany each other in
thought, so does the image of a life-like robot make us question what it means to be human or
alive. Such are the lively things that correspond to the connected of the person to the landscape: its
produce (like bulghur), its language, knowledge of its topography (referring back to the taxi driver
that gets lost in the opening scene of the movie). Bataille’s (1986) understanding that the impulse
of laughter comes out of the sudden collapse of our knowledge ofand ability in making the world
understandable is relevant here. According to Bataille, we laugh when “within us and in the world,
something is revealed that was not given in knowledge, and whose site is definable only as
attainable by knowledge” (1986, p. 91). In the field of un-knowing, we rejoice “in something which
places a vital equilibrium in danger” (1986, p. 98). This vital equilibrium is life itself. Furthermore,
he claims that “when you laugh, you perceive yourself to be the accomplice of a destruction of
what you are” (Bataille, 1988, p. 192). Through the things we laugh at, we share an experience of
the realization of our own morality, our own death, and we experience this un-knowing in a burst
of pleasure. Insomuch as the concept of mechanization is constructed in opposition to the concept
of life, the soldiers lack of knowledge about the world around them is connected to tension of life
and death through the comic. In Batille’s words, “where everything had seemed totally provided
for, suddenly the unexpected arises… revelatory of an ultimate truth” and “we perceive that finally,
for all the exercise of knowledge, the world still lies wholly outside its reach” (1986, p. 90). This
sense of un-knowing is created through the mechanized occupation. By sharing in the explosive
force of laughter, however, the audience is paradoxically left with a profound feeling of connection
15

to what life actually is.
Having established the notion of the mechanized occupation, I will now take my analysis a
step further to discuss the ways in which the comic positionality created through automatism refers
back to history.

16

Turāth, history, form
Habibi uses history not only as content, meaning the way in which characters are situated in
familiar historical events (in Lukacsian typicality), but also as form. By this I am referring to
Habibi’s adoption of turāth, or Arab literary tradition, including but not limited to the
maqamization of the novel.1 The Pessoptimist is an interesting example of the use of traditional
narrative techniques (in his case the maqāma) in that it does not seek to create continuity between
past and present (i.e., tradition and modernity), but rather it draws attention to the futility (or
perhaps the absurdity) of such a project of reconciliation between the dichotomy of modernity and
tradition.
In terms of the use of traditional narrative techniques or intertextuality, Habibi sits (albeit
slightly uncomfortably) amongst many authors who’ve engaged with turāth, which in modern
Arabic literature has been an ongoing practice in different contexts and times. Kesrouany (2018)
draws attention to the contrasting ways in which turāth was brought into conversation with western
literary forms during the 19th century in the context of the Nahda against its resurgence after the
Israeli victory over Egypt in 1968, while the literary critic Tarshouneh (1998) has already coined
the term “madrasat tawẓif al-turāth fi al-riwāyat al-‘arabiyyat al-mu‘āṣira” (the school/trend of
employing the heritage in the contemporary Arabic novel) and brought attention to the increasing

1

Kesrouany points out how the novelization of the maqāmāt played an important part in the creation of the Arabic
novel: “contemporary critical accounts of the Arabic novel continue to read the inevitable novelization of the maqāmāt
despite the survival of the latter’s elements, especially the storyteller and imagined hero, in the modern novel”. She
goes on to describe how the Pessoptimist can be thought of as the “maqamization of the novel”, namely the reversal of
this process. Habibi achieves this by setting up “a very particular appropriation of the maqāmā that does not determine
his entire text, but makes the form a condition of reading his novel” (2018, p. 218).
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fascination and use of turāth in modern Arabic literature. But what does tradition actually mean in
this context, and why do Arab writers continually refer to it?
Insofar as modernization must be conceptualized in relation to the imperial expansion of
European markets into the Middle East and the peripheralization of the Arab world, the
construction of “tradition” in contrast to modernity is also necessarily ingrained within the same
processes, including what tradition means in literature2. Evolutionary time as is ingrained in the
ever-postponed promise of modernity is a linear time and it flows “forward” in the direction of
Europe.3 The very concept of Arab tradition (as it is discussed about within the context of literature
though not necessarily limited to it) is a product of its own reinvention in the 19th century by
writers and intellectuals who were faced with new modes of subjectivation and peripheralization
under the rubric of modernization and capitalism. While some advocated a kind of reappraisal of
Islamic traditions in order to search for a meaningful transfer and translation of the categories of
modernity (such as Muhammed Abduh or Jamal al-Din al-Afghani), others, notably what
constitutes the Nahda and its liberal proponents, sought to adopt modern styles that would “good
literature” over pre-existing ones, though both approaches took for granted the construction of
tradition in opposition to modernity4. What tradition referred to in this context was a newly
categorized and homogenized corpus of “native” practices. In other words, modernity in the Arab

2
By peripheralization I am referring to the use of this concept in world-systems theory, particularly in such works as
Historical Capitalism by Wallerstein (1983), in which he argues that the impoverishment of the Global South is an
inevitable outcome of the expansion of the capitalist world market, or works such as Unequal Development by Samir
Amin (1977). In the latter work, peripheralization essentially refers to the transfer of goods from peripheral economies
to the central ones (such as Europe) and whereby peripheralized areas of the world are unable to sustain
independent/self-serving (autocentric) growth.
3
By evolutionary time I am referring to time conceptualized as change and change as improvement. David Scott’s
(2014) describes it such: “Secular Enlightenment change is pictured as temporal movement in which, with regular
periodicity, the future overcomes the past, and in which the present is a state of expectation and waiting for the
fulfillment of the promise of social and political improvement.” (p. 5)
4
See Hourani’s A History of the Arab Peoples for discussions around the conceptualization of modernity among Arab
intellectuals.
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world needed the category of tradition so that it may move forward from it, or so that it may define
those practices and modes of being that create a reverse current against history. Contradictorily,
however, modernity also needed tradition in order to create a nativized version of the myth of the
nation state. It is fair to say that the concept and use of turāth in Arabic literature exists as a
product of modernity, inherently tied to the temporality and history of the nation state.
What happens to the category of tradition when the modern nation, upon which its teleology
rests, disintegrates and no longer sustains the promise of modernity? Such a condition has created a
“literature of crises” in the Arab world in which the flow from the past to the future in a neat
progression of improvement has been uncovered as an illusionary contract between time, nation
and empire. As the literary critic Ouyang claims, “the shape of the ‘past’ and ‘tradition’ in
contemporary Arab political and cultural discourses is more often than not delineated by ideologies
such as Arab nationalism and, above all, by the reality of the ‘nation state’. The Arabic novel
writes its own history in tandem with narrating the emergence, growth and fate of Arab nation
states” (2009, p. 62). When the nation fails, so does its “immemorial past” (Anderson, 2006), its
legitimating foundation or history, and the category of tradition becomes directionless, “the
paradigm of knowledge giving shape to the novel falls apart” (Ouyang, 2009, p. 64). Makdisi’s
(1995) loose categorization of what he calls Arab modernism refers to narrative strategies that have
developed upon the failure of nation states in the Arab world (particularly post-67) in fulfilling the
nationalist economic and social aspirations, a failure which ultimately undermines the pre-existing
conceptualization of narrations based on teleological nationalism or history,5 or an understanding
of modernity as demarcated by capitalism or socialist revolutions. According to Makdisi “…such
novels whose temporal structures are not only historically conditioned, or reflective of historical
5
Some examples include Mahfouz’s late works (such as Miramar), Saleh’s Season of Migration to the North, and also
The Pessoptimist.

19

considerations and conditions, but are themselves historicizing formulations, historicizing
operations and hypotheses, in which, for example, the possibility of a return to a mythic past is
rejected along with the alternative possibility of an uncompromised and perpetually deferred great
leap "forward" to development” (1995, p. 99).
Habibi’s Pessoptimist, when understood in this context, in itself, offers a unique “historical
formation” or “operation” as a response to the failure of the Palestinian nation, and it does this
through the distinct use (or purposeful misuse) of form and the category of tradition. Ouyang’s
(2009) observation that “the shift from nationalist representation of reality to search for form is a
statement on the disintegration of the nation-state” applies well in the case of The Pessoptimist
particularly because it is in form that this novel’s historical formation operates, and it is within the
debris of the failed project of nationhood that it finds its metaphors across different temporalities
and geographies.
The most characteristic formal feature of The Pessoptimist is Habibi’s use of the structure
as well as some narrative qualities of maqāmat. The maqāma is a prose genre that was canonically
used by al-Hamadhani and also by al-Hariri as early as the 4th/10th century. They were written in
rhymical prose and meter while poetry, proverbs, passages from the hadith and the Qur’an would
be interspersed throughout, using badi‘ or rhetorical adornment. The works of both authors are
comprised of fifty short sections that detail the observations of a narrator who runs into an
(anti)hero or trickster figure. This figure uses elaborate word play, demonstrates rhetorical
eloquence and wit, usually in order to trick people. The narrator is always drawn to the rhetorical
flow of the trickster even though he is often duped himself by his tricks (Ruxburgh, 2013).
Maqāmat usually have a dual purpose of inciting laughter while also enticing the reader with
mastery over literary knowledge and ability to play games with language, frequently using
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intertextuality to reference and build on different literary traditions and narrative techniques.
Characteristically, “the maqāma tends towards linguistic eloquence and love for the language per
se, while the story it contains is merely its external representation and a linguistic stratagem”
(Masarwah, 2014, p. 31). It is a true expression of entertainment through language and form, the
stories and characters playing only a secondary role to the expression of mastery over language.
A long history of the use of the maqāma in modern Arabic literature precedes Habibi’s
particular form of appropriation. Indeed, “because of its fundamental questioning of linguistic
reference, the maqāma inevitably became the first narrative form resurrected in the Nahda”
(Kesrouany, 2018, p. 222), and at this time, the maqāma served as a kind of “bridge” between the
novel and “traditional” prose techniques. Habibi’s use of the maqāma can, in fact, be interpreted as
an allusion to its resurgence as a genre during the Nahda, as Kesrouany argues, challenging “ready
translatability” between the novel and the maqāma by placing them side by side yet remaining
distant from both. Allen’s (2007) study of the use of maqāma in modern Arabic literature maps out
the many ways in which the maqāma was appropriated, and more recently Tlili has looked at short
story writers such as Khurayyif whose subtle engagement with Al-Hariri’s al-maqāma al-madriyya
“represents an original way of interacting with classical Arabic literary heritage” (2009, p. 319).
Saeed, the protagonist of The Pessoptimist, is a good example of the maqāma trickster
figure, though his role is that of a passive victim rather than a clever agent.6 The entire text is
separated into forty-five short sections each with its own title, much like a maqāma. It also
employs a secondary figure through whom the reader hears about “the strange events in the

6

There are some examples of this reversal in original maqāmā literature as well, such as al-Hamadhani’s al-maqāmā
al-adriyya, in which the protagonist Abu al-Fath al-Iskandari is a passive victim who is forced attend a banquet of a
newly rich and pompous old friend (Tlili 2009). This friend turns out to be a horrible host who only wants to brag and
exhibit his richness to an absurd extent and to the great exhaustion of the protagonist.
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disappearance of Saeed…”, namely in the form of the letter that Saeed has chosen to write to him.
Unlike a maqāma, however, the story follows a mostly linear progression of events that covers
major historical turning points in the history of the Palestinian people, Saeed serving as a witness
embedded in the historical moment which creates the conditions for a realist novel (a point argued
by Abu-Manneh [2018] in his framing of The Pessoptimist as a realist novel). The novel does not
incorporate rhyming prose or meter and nor does it refer directly to canonical names in the
maqāma genre, but it does parody naming, most obviously Saeed himself whose name Sa’id Abu
Al-Nahs al-Mutasha’il literally translates into something like “Saeed the father of Ill-Omen
Pessoptimist” and sporadically employs poetry and references to other literary texts. It is written as
a performative narrative act, which is reminiscent of the maqāma, and also uses framing devices
familiar to it (such as “Saeed, the cursed pessoptimist, wrote to me and said”). Indeed, as Allen
points out, Habibi “evokes the maqāma at almost every turn” (2000).
The Pessoptimist develops its relationship to turāth through a particular mode of emulation
of the maqāma, that is, through parody. According to Hutcheon parody “is repetition, but repetition
that includes difference; it is imitation with critical ironic distance, whose irony can cut both ways”
and “ironic versions of ‘trans-contextualization’ and inversion are its major formal operatives”
while its effects can range “from scornful ridicule to reverential homage” (1995, p. 37). The ironic
difference is established through the trans-contextualization of the maqāma form, with its witty
language and categorical layout, into the context of modern life in Israel. Irony is born out of the
“contrast… between the real and the ideal, between what is and what ought to be” (Bergson, 1912,
p. 127), and so it is not surprising that parody, the removal of a particular form of writing, an event,
a character etc. out of where it “out to be”, where it fits in naturally and individually, into a new
artificial place lends itself to irony.
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Parody is not just the repetition, re-articulation, or repurposing of older forms; it is a critical
act of creating an “ironic distance”, as mentioned before. In other words, it is by making the form
or whatever that is being parodied deliberately seem out of place. In so doing parody lends itself to
a necessarily critical look into the past and approaches history in a different way than works that
may use traditional forms without the lens of ironic distance. When Mahmoud Darwish so
gracefully adapts the epic genre into a modern context (in Why Did You Leave the Horse Alone?
[2006], for example), he creates continuity rather than conflict; he adapts Arab poetic traditions in a
way that crafts Arab (or more specifically Palestinian) modernity. Habibi’s use of the maqāma
form, on the other hand, achieves something entirely different.
Essentially, parody is a form of imitation. People “begin to be imitable only when we cease
to be ourselves… our gestures can only be imitated in their mechanical uniformity, and therefore
exactly in what is alien to our living personality… to imitate any one is to bring out the element of
automatism he has allowed to creep into his person” (Bergson, 1912, p. 33). In the same way in
which people can be imitated so can forms of writing. Parody brings out what is “mechanic” in a
style of writing and so lends itself to humor. Habibi’s work builds on the discrepancy between form
and content; that is, the maqāma is deliberately maladapted, highlighting the mechanization of
genre and tradition. Habibi pulls the reader’s attention to “element of automatism” that creeps up
on turāth in the context of the impossibility of representation, a process that in terms of our
Bergsonian reading that can exist only in the context of humor.
Chapter thirty-one in The Pessoptimist, titled “An Odd Piece of Research on the Many
Virtues of the Oriental Imagination” is a good example of how Habibi brings together the various
aspects of his work discussed so far, namely the use of turāth and comic affect together to draw
attention to the problem of representation. The chapter consists of anecdotal musings (i.e., “an odd
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piece of research”) that are digressions from the plot, examples of the way in which the boundaries
of narrative strategies are exceeded and refer to or parody the maqāma through the façade of a
novel. The chapter is also a great example of transcontextualization as it interweaves stories from
The Thousand and One Nights with comic situations in which Palestinians had to employ
ridiculous schemes in order to survive under occupation. It is the ironic use of turāth in order to
recontextualize the comically mechanized occupation that the novel achieves its unique historical
operation.
After asking “was it anything else but the Arabian Nights that saved the tiny peaceful
village near West Baqah, in the “Little Triangle” of land between Israel and Jordan?” (Habibi,
2003, p. 101), Saeed describes the story of a village in which a communist meeting was to take
place, and which was threatened by Israeli authorities to break up the meeting or face deportation.
Instead of attacking the communists, the villagers all abandon the village on the day in which the
meeting is scheduled, so that they can avoid killing the communists while at the same time avoid
being blamed for collaborating with them by the state. When Saeed goes to check if the villagers
have done what they’ve been ordered, he finds the area completely vacant. He thinks to himself,
“all the time I was having the same thoughts that must have gone through the Prince Musa’s mind
as he read the words carved on a marble slab in the dead city of brass” (p. 103). In the original tale,
Prince Musa happens upon an abandoned city with warnings carved in marble before its walls,
warnings which Saeed thinks about while being scolded by his superior for not doing anything
about the villagers; “Where are they now who ruled the country, humiliated the people, and led the
armies? God… has come down upon them… and placed them in narrow graves” (Habibi, 2003, p.
103). While in the original story all of the inhabitants have died, the villagers from the book have
simply temporarily abandoned their village because they have been caught in an impossible
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situation. The story from The Nights is invoked here to create an ironic difference between the
story and the event. To suggest that the story about the brass city is somehow what inspired the
actions of the villagers creates the uneasy yet comic tension between tradition (or what ought to be)
and reality.
Saeed’s musings on what constitutes the “Oriental imagination” is another example of a
similar arrangement. “And how about that Arab youth who slammed into another car with his own
on Lilinbum Street in Tel Aviv? Wasn’t it his Oriental imagination that saved him? By getting out
of the car and screaming about the other driver, ‘He’s an Arab-an Arab!’ he so engaged everyone
in attacking his victim that he himself was able to escape” (Habibi, 2003, p. 101). To describe what
he means by “Oriental imagination,” Saeed paraphrases his friend who gives a vivid description:
“They know our oriental imagination is very penetrating and that we can see with it what they
can’t… We can see flags of the state even when folded up in inside people. And didn’t Prime
Minister Eskhol try to transform the so-called military government into something that observes
without itself being seen? But we could still discern it, in the orders for house arrest and in the
furrows deep in our checks. Now that’s what I call imagination!” (Habibi, 2003, p. 101).
Here, the ironically used phrase “Oriental”, which is part of the colonial lexicon used to
refer to Palestinian citizens of Israel as well as Jewish citizens from Middle Eastern countries,
works as a reversal of the term’s original meaning within the colonial context. The “oriental” here
is framed, through irony, as a critical concept. It works very much like Said’s (2019)
conceptualization of orientalism, namely as a category produced by imperialism and through which
the West constructs its own homogenized “other” (though it is worth mentioning that The
Pessoptimist was written before Said’s groundbreaking research was published). The term here is
purposefully misused; in its original meaning, it homogenizes the Arab people as an unchanging
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and “backwards” people while Habibi very clearly uses it to refer to the strategies of survival
employed by Palestinian people in order to survive under the absurd mechanization of the
occupation.
The Nights stand as the pristine example of “Oriental” imagination within the framework of
18th and 19th century Orientalists. Arguably it has caught the interest of Europeans very early on in
the history of the relationship between Europe and the Middle East and has since than served as the
scenic backdrop of the fantasy of otherness, whether it is desirable or contemptable. It would be
impossible to separate The Nights from the colonial legacy of its appropriation and the process of
turning its tales into text. At the same time, it is part of the corpus of turāth, and in the Orientalists’
view almost archetypical opposition to modernity (perhaps this was why The Nights was rejected
as folklore by the intellectuals of the Nahda) as well as the representative of traditional Arab
narrative “culture” (which is why it has been taken up and problematized in post-national
literature). It’s representability in literature is thus interweaved into the colonial project of its
essentialization, as well as the national project of its becoming as tradition or turāth.
Habibi’s use of The Nights interweaves these two legacies together through the formal
operative of the maqāma, and the device he uses to pull them all together is ultimately a recourse to
the comic: the mismatched narrative, the obvious misrepresentation of colonial vocabulary, the
maqāma, turāth/The Nights, and realism, so as to bring forth the sense of mechanization that
translates into laughter.
The Time That Remains has a historicizing operation that works in different ways than that
of Habibi, but ultimately it relies on the comic to locate its characters in historical time as both
moral subjects and “puppets”. History is not only the subject but the medium of film as the
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comically exaggerated narrative strategies constituting the way in which the audience is exposed to
the history of Palestine constantly pull attention away from the historical events themselves and to
the way in which they’re told. Suleiman’s work is characterized not by his accurate portrayal of
historical events (after all he is not a historian and not trying to be one) but by a certain attitude
towards history, a “special kind of life he imparts to a mere puppet” (Bergson, 1912, p. 31). Not
only do the characters themselves go in and out of a state of being mere puppets, but history itself
is the puppet that we see ridiculously dance before as we watch the ways in which its strings are
pulled like a marionette. In order to better understand the relationalities that make Suleiman’s
particular attitude towards history possible and how his use of form creates comic effect, it is
necessary to first discuss the way in which cinema as a technology developed in relation to the
temporality of modernity and how this in turn plays out in its relationship to history and
imperialism.
As argued by Doane (2002), cinema is the product of the structuring and rationalization of
time in capitalist modernity. At the end of the 19th century, as industrialization increasingly
depended on the organization of “homogenous, empty time” particularly in terms of notions of
productivity, time was universalized across Europe (and its Empires) and centralized with
Greenwich Mean Time; “…at the turn of the century time became palpable in a quite different way
– one specific to modernity and intimately allied with its new technologies of representation
(photography, film, phonography). Time was indeed felt—as weight, as a source of anxiety, and as
acutely pressing problem of representation” (Doane, 2002, p. 4). This rationalized time is also
manifest in the notion of historical progress through technological advancement. Indeed, time as an
irreversible, independent movement in physics was intimately tied with the conceptualization of
history (as demonstrated by Michel Seres), which in turn “had an effect on the conceptualization of
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cinema as historical record” (20).
Film’s capacity to represent “real time” is at the root of the fascination with time that
brought about cinema. So far as the camera can capture an essence of the “real” all that is recorded
with a camera inevitably becomes part of history. It is through the rationalization and
universalization of time that the technology of cinema is tangible. It is not a coincidence that in
Brander Matthew’s (1895) famous short story “The Kinetescope of Time”, to which Doane also
alludes, the scenes which the protagonist sees through the mysterious kinetescope are bursting with
imageries of “Oriental girls”, “gypsies”, Romans and Latin structures7. They are all images of the
other, both in time and in place. As troops conquer land and merchants the markets of distant lands,
so does cinema conquer time.
It is no surprise that the introduction of film in technology to Palestine (and to the Middle
East generally) was closely tied to the project of imperialism, which to the extent that has been
discussed, has to be understood in terms of the production of the Middle East as an economically
peripheral and culturally “Oriental” (or backwards) place. The first representations of Palestine in
cinema were created by European film makers (such as the Lumiere Brothers) for a European
audience as early as 1896 and were largely commissioned by Christian organizations that created
documentaries about the holy sites. The Palestinians themselves were often only displayed as
backdrops, “portrayed as a backward, poverty-stricken population, while the Jewish settlements
were credited as responsible for bringing culture to the desolate land” (Gertz and Khleifi, 2008, p.
15). Like in most Arab countries cinema was introduced to the Palestinian audience in the 1920’s,
though it was not as immediately and readily taken up as theater, arguably due to the technical

7
Initially published in 1895, Brandy Matthew’s Kinetescope of time was an influential Gothic horror short story that is
often cited as a window into understand how the moving-image was taken up by viewers, what kinds of motifs and
conversations surrounded it, as well as the kinds of debates it brought up about temporality.
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expertise and capital resources required for its production and distribution. The very first of
Palestinian cinema pre-dated 1948 and was a documentary of King Saud’s tour in Palestine, made
by Ibrahim Hassan Sirhan who had taught himself how to use cameras. He later created a 45minute film aiming to “promote the orphans’ cause” and to prove that Palestinians “are capable of
making movies, because people back then didn’t believe [that Palestinians could make movies] like
today they cannot fathom a Palestinian sending a satellite to outer space” (Abu Gh’nima, 1981;
Kheifi and Gertz, 2008, p. 13). This statement demonstrates that cinema as a technology was
already immediately embedded within the power structures of imperialism before most Palestinians
had even ever watched a movie, and that knowledge of its manufacturing, a kind of knowledge that
allows time to be scientifically represented and that produces the past as history, was a kind of
power afforded to “modern nations”, nations which had borders and a “people” and a democratic
state and could participate as agentive actors within the capitalist world system.
From very early on, cinema was inherently taken up as a technology of modernity which,
much like the novel, was caught in the web of the impossibility of self-representation within the
imperial power imbalance. Thus, it is impossible to separate the development of cinema in
Palestine from the process of its colonization as well as the process of nation-building. Following a
period of silence after 1948, Palestinian cinema continued to operate mostly under the guise of the
PLO and with the very heavy burden of representing and aiding the Palestinian cause under the
conditions of exile, war and mass displacement. Gertz and Khleifi (2008) quote the Palestinian
delegation statement to the round table at the Afro-Asian Film Conference in the Tashkent Film
Festival in 1973: “The people’s war is what granted the revolutionary Palestinian cinema its
characteristics and its mode of operation . . . the light weapon is the primary weapon of the
people’s war, and similarly, the light 16-mm camera is the most appropriate weapon for the cinema
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of the people” (p. 23). This statement serves as a great example of the development of Palestinian
cinema in terms of its commitment to the project of national resistance.8 Though their efforts were
underfunded, with PLO leaders rarely appreciating the power of cinema in creating a representation
of the Palestinian people, Palestinian filmmakers adamantly produced hours upon hours of
documentary footage about the conditions of the Palestinians in exile and in refugee camps, a lot of
which were destroyed during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in the 1982.
On one hand there is film technology, developed in relation to the rationalization of time as
historical time as a series of successive events that move in the direction of advancement
(evolution), and on the other there is the emulation of this technology as a nation-building project
in an anti-colonial (and nationalist) struggle for representation by the Palestinians. Particularly with
the tradition of documentary film making, Palestinian cinema is interwoven very early on with the
task of building a Palestinian history against the erasure of the Palestinians from the landscape, the
past, and the present. The Time That Remains manifests this inherited and necessary desire to tell
the history of Palestine through cinema, an ability particular to camera’s presumed relationship to
reality while also rebelling against this desire. Much like the way in which Habibi’s parody invokes
turāth by drawing attention to the comic mechanization of traditional narrative modes, so does
Suleiman draw attention to the comic mechanization of history telling in cinema. Faced with the
impossibility of this dilemma, which is the dilemma of representing the history of Palestine through
a technology that reproduces the distinctions of modernity (similar to Habibi’s dilemma of telling

8

First translated from Jean-Paul Sartre’s article “Qu’est-ce que la littérature?” by Taha Husayn as iltizām, the notion of
political commitment gained currency in the Arab literary world in the mid-twentieth century. Albers, Khalil and
Pannewick relate the coining of the notion of iltizam and the rise of al- adab al-multazim (commitment literature) with
the struggle for independence of the newly formed states. They describe the social-realist approach taken by midcentury novelists as an example of the aesthetic repertoires developed in response to a heightened awareness of the
relationality between art and revolution; “over the course of the 1950s and 1960s it became unthinkable to champion a
concept of literature detached from current political and social realities” (2015: 13).
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the history of Palestine through the technology of the novel), Suleiman doesn’t choose to avoid
history telling in its entirety but instead buckles down and looks at what it is that the audience is
exposed to through history and how its representations are mechanized.
The use of history as form is embedded in the temporality of the movie as well as the
framing of events through the concept of witnessing. Stillness is the most accurate word to describe
the way in which Suleiman uses the camera. The lack of movement of the camera creates a similar
sense of watching something happening outside through a window. This is the window of history.
As mentioned before, most shots are highly choreographed. This choreographization refers not
only to the mechanical movements happening within the shot and the comically repetitive motions
of the characters but also the overall framing of the entire scene. The camera doesn’t follow the
movements but instead usually stands still at a distance and frames the movements through a very
stylized, sometimes symmetrically fabricated backdrop.9 The awareness that the scenes are
(artificially) constructed doesn’t ever leave the attention of the viewer for long and it is this sense
of construction that creates the historical operation underlying Suleiman’s comedy. Unlike a
documentary or a movie “based on real events”, the depiction of historical events occurs in a
heightened sense that they are artificial or performative; it is not the “real” events that are being
watched but their performance or representation in a “burlesque”10. While the exaggeration of the
mechanized features of the occupation establishes the comic effect, it is through the parody of
history in form that brings the comic in conversation with the nation.
This sense of construction, as well as the distance between the viewer and the event, works

9

This is reminiscent of the movies of Yasujiro Ozu. Suleiman has mentioned Ozu’s influence on him during his
interview with White (2010). As Ozu’s film usually centre around the problems of the modern family, it is interesting
to think about how his use of framing relates to the problems of modernity in comparison to Suleiman.
10
In fact, Suleiman self-defines his work as burlesque in an interview with Jackson (2019) following the release of his
film It Must Be Heaven (2019).
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much like the “ironic distance” to the maqāma in Habibi’s text. While Suleiman is not parodying
another cinematic or literary work (at least not immediately), he is parodying historical narration
itself. A most clear example is the scene in which Suleiman’s class in school is watching the movie
Spartacus, a historical thriller that depicts a slave rebellion in Rome. The teacher abruptly tells the
girls to look away, repeatedly saying “he likes her like a brother” while the two characters embrace
each other and kiss, interrupting the flow of the movie-within-the-movie framing, and also
reframing cinematic history telling as a comic event. Essentially, what is being watched is a
historical movie within a historical movie. The way in which Spartacus is embedded within the
temporal framework of Palestinian history is through comedy, namely by pulling attention to the
way of seeing that belongs particularly to the temporal and political environment (a high school for
Palestinian children in Israel), as opposed to what is actually happening. This way of seeing is
comic in its inability to morally adapt to the demands of the movie being recontextualized. This
kind of intertextuality works against the easy parallel that might otherwise be made between
modern day Palestinians and slaves of Rome and instead pulls the audience to the question of the
consumption (or narration, or creation, or fictionalization) of history through cinema.
Another example is the scene following the death of Gamal Abdel Nasser. Suleiman is only
a child at the school for Arab children and walks down the hallway to be scolded by the principle
for once again claiming that “America is imperialist”. The characters on the hallway look so
exaggeratedly devastated and their placement within the frame is so obviously carefully contrived
that the whole scene appears more like staged painting than anything else. The characters seem to
be mere puppets, their motions lacking any spontaneity, and the whole situation points at the
absurd mechanization of grief, obviously misplaced in the hands of school children. The
exaggeration of performativity, the mechanized movements, the distance established through rigid
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framing, take the attention of the viewer away from the tragedy of the events and focus it on the
form in which they are told.
A final example is from the beginning of the movie, when the mayor of Nazareth is signing
the surrender of the city to the Israeli army. The Jewish commander recites an extensive list of the
terms of the agreement in Hebrew, though the audience understands that the Mayor does not speak
Hebrew when, after signing, the general asks for a photograph to be taken and the Mayor needs the
Arabic translation sura to understand what is being asked of him. This is a good example of the
mechanization of the occupation through comedy; if the mayor cannot understand the terms in the
agreement due to a language barrier, then to whom are the terms being read? The comic
inadaptability of language creates the sense that the agreement isn’t about coming to a mutual
understanding at all, though it pretends to do just this, but only about creating a façade of equality
or legitimacy. What interests me more about the scene, however, is its historical operation. While
signing the declaration, the mayor asks for the date, which a solider promptly provides in Arabic:
“July 16, 1948”. An audience familiar with the history of Palestine will immediately recognize the
date 1948 and make the association that they are watching a movie about the Nakba. In so doing,
the premise that what is being watched is a movie not only set in the past but also about history is
established very early on. When the soldier asks for a photograph, he says: “Now you are requested
to join us for a photo of this historic moment”. But how is this “historic moment” recorded? We
watch as the photographer leans over to take a picture of the mayor seated amongst the Israeli
soldiers. Instead of getting a view of those being photographed, i.e., looking through the lens of the
photographer (or the lens of history), the audience gets a view of the Palestinian delegation, a
Muslim as well as a Christian leader sitting in the front and other men in suits standing behind
them, looking at the same spot close to the bottom of the frame. What they are looking at is then
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revealed (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Scene of the surrender of
Nazareth (Suleiman 2019)

History is quite literally turning its back(side) to the Palestinians. The camera lens, not just
the one which is being used by the photographer in the scene but all of the lenses being used in the
production of historical reality (including the ones being used to make this movie), become part of
the process in which “the mechanical encrusts on the living” while the process of this infringement
is made possible through the power structures of imperialism particular to Palestine. Lack of
movement, of adaptability, of elasticity; history is in fact “the time that remains” (al-zaman albaqi), much like the lens of the camera that “remains” still, at a distance, unmoving and lifeless,
having no choice but to frame reality in little chunks (what is it that goes on outside the frame?),
and it is Habibi who claimed on his gravestone “I remained in Haifa” (again baqa), meaning
remained there against all odds (endured), but also remained stationary, unmoving. Finally, it is
Mahmoud Darwish who draws attention to the paradox of living (surviving) through stillness when
he reads at Habibi’s funeral, “Remaining in Haifa alive and alive. Remaining in Haifa – this is the
name you give yourself” (1996). Time is not supposed to remain still, nor are people, and there is
something comic when they are forced to do just that, comic because it is a negation of the
principle of change and the adaptability of life. But it is only through remaining that the
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Palestinians, their history, their humanity, their landscape, are able to survive, “remaining… alive
and alive”, within the lifeless corks and hammers of the machine of occupation. It is this paradox
that is sustained through the comic in both works, particularly the way in which the comic creates a
new attitude, or a moral positionality, towards history, time, and tradition, and other categories of
modernity, by creating from them automated generalities that are ill-suited, yet constitute the only
weapons available, to serve the cause(s) of the Palestinians.
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Memory and Final Thoughts
So far, I have established that Emile Habibi and Elia Suleiman each deal with the politics of
representability through formal operatives in their own particular ways, and that their texts
constitute new historical operations through the principles of the comic. A final operation of our
comparative approach to the relationship between the comic and history is the way in which a
parallel reading of the two works generates a new space of meaning. That is, some of their shared
aesthetic properties create emergent forms that exist in the political space of the mechanical
occupation, not necessarily bound by the plane of art but expanding into the plane of social life (as
comedy for Bergson is a sort of bridge between the two).
Emile Habibi and Elia Suleiman are among the very few canonical Palestinian artists who
use comedy to do the memory-work of Palestinians. Abu-Lughod and Sa’di (2007), in the
introduction to their edited volume “The Claims of Memory”, explain that “Palestinian memory is,
by dint of its preservation and social production under the conditions of its silencing by the
thundering story of Zionism, dissident memory, counter-memory. It contributes to a counterhistory” (p. 6). Memories are made public in a variety of contexts and in a variety of ways, some
stories and symbols becoming “canonical” in the realm of collective memory and trauma (Hammer
2001). As Halbwachs claims “one may say that the individual remembers by placing himself in the
perspective of the group, but one may also affirm that the memory of the group realizes and
manifests itself in individual memories” (1992, 40). This approach might be expanded to the field
of art, particularly to the texts at hand that are centred around remembering. As Suleiman and
Habibi deal with the politics of representability of history in their respective works, their texts
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converge in various ways in the field of collective memory, and their convergence, an example of
the way in which the collective manifests in individual memories and builds a new space that
creates yet another layer of understanding about the mechanized occupation.
Perhaps a great point of coming together of the book and the film is when Yuaad, Saeed’s
childhood sweetheart, asks Saeed if he was the “hooded informer” that told on her family at the
church in Nazareth. This results with the arrest of her father in the garden behind the church along
with a lot of the men from the town where “despite the fact that a well brimmed right there beneath
their feet with holy water from the sacred Virgin’s Spring” (Habibi, 2003, p. 56), they were kept
under the burning heat without water. One of the first scenes of the movie depicts the capture of
Suleiman’s father, Fuad, who is then taken to the very same Coptic church mentioned in the novel
and presented to the Israeli general with the hooded informer by his side. The informer whispers
into the general’s ear, and Fuad is arrested for making and distributing arms. He is then taken to the
garden (presumably the same one mentioned in The Pessoptimist) where a nun is desperately trying
to give water to all of the men that are blindfolded with their hands tied behind their backs. In this
transtextual space, it is possible see the two characters from the separate texts facing each other. It
certainly makes it clear how similar images and stories come together in the vessel of shared
Palestinian memory.
Another example of the coming together of the two is the imagery of light at the beach.
After recently having made his way across the border and back into Israel/Palestine, Saeed takes a
walk in the city of Acre until the night descends on the city. Stumbling in the darkness, he sees a
blinking light coming from the direction of the beach and follows it, “confident it was a call from
heaven” (Habibi, 1912, p. 36). It turns out, however, that the light was generated by the Acre
lighthouse. Still enchanted by the light Saeed continues to walk towards it, when suddenly he hears
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a voice calling his name and sees “the figure of a man emerging from the rocks of the lighthouse as
the light shone toward me and then disappearing as it receded” (p. 37). He discovers that this man
is an alien “reverend”, for whom Saeed had been waiting for all his life, his saviour who ultimately
ends up saving him from the impossibility of his life on Earth. A similar imagery occurs in a
repetitive scene from the The Time That Remains. Fuad and his friend fish at night at the beach,
cloaked in darkness and silence, when a military patrol vehicle driving across the road on the
nearby hill spots them and stops. The soldiers have a large spotlight attached to the vehicle and
they point it at Fuad and his friend, decimating the natural atmosphere, and ask a number of
questions: “Everything okay?”, “Where are you guys from?”, “Are you the guys from Nazareth
who fish here all the time?”, “Do you have ID cards and all?”, “Any fish?”. This scene repeats
several times throughout the movie, each time the questions becoming shorter and shorter, until at
last all that the military vehicle does is come by, stop, shine the spotlight on Fuad and his friend,
and then leave.
Is it not the same light, breaking the darkness of the night and the freedom of the sea, that
shines upon Saeed and Fuad? In one case, what emerges from this nonnatural light are timeless allknowing aliens, and in the other, it is a military patrol vehicle, but in either case the mechanic
infringes on the living. The aliens are Saeed’s only escape from the machine, and they are after all
not a “real” escape and only exacerbate the impossibility of such an escape, and in that sense, they
also constitute a part of the machine (perhaps not for Saeed but certainly for the reader). The
military vehicle, a direct extension of the occupation with its insistent and repetitive mechanization,
its role reduced every time until finally revealing its true purpose, an obstacle or nuisance there to
make the simplest of life’s pleasures (or life itself) impossible. The sea, a kind of reserve against
this mechanization for both Saeed and Fuad, and also a thing that holds deep history (emphasized
38

by Fuad’s insistence on fishing at night against the doctor’s orders and also described as “ready to
catch another Napoleonic hat” by Saeed, referring to Napoleon’s failed attempt at capturing Acre),
is lit in both cases by an unnatural, surprising light. Whether this light is here to imprison the
Palestinians or take them into outer space, it creates a transtextual dialogue between the two texts,
where shared experiences come together in the pool of collective memory and constitute an
aesthetic experience of history.
This shared space is shaped both by (shared) memories as well as the principles of the
comic that require a certain attitude towards these memories. This attitude is characteristically
creates generalities/types out of people and events (as mentioned before), and in doing so, it traces
the infringement of the mechanical on life. When read in dialogue with each other, the two texts
not only create individual historical operations that critically recontextualize the classifications of
modernity, but they also partake in the pool of Palestinian memory and offer to it new forms of
remembering.
In Habibi’s text, I have approached the setup of comic automatism by understanding the
purposeful misuse of the category of tradition (turāth). The ways in which Habibi develops the
relationship between the past (as history or tradition) and the present articulates the mechanized
operations of modernity. It brings forth the problem of the impossibility of self-representation (or
self-actualization) in the wreckage of the myth of the nation-state. Similarly, The Time That
Remains sets up the comic by purposefully drawing attention to the automatism of the forms of
history telling in cinema, which, as a technology of modernity, is inherently caught up in the
articulation of the past as history. The comic approach allows for observation from a distance in
both works, wherein instead of focusing on the tragedy of individual freedom and hardship, there is
the expression and creation of generalized types, the infringement of the mechanical in forms of
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behaviour as well as narration, constituting a distinct historicizing operation. That is, the focus is
not on the events themselves but on the ways in which they’re told.
Moreover, the way in which I have approached the analysis of the comic has allowed for
the existence of many meanings or interpretations of the two texts. In fact, I have almost entirely
avoided interpretation, and in the spirit of Susan Sontag, focused instead on “how it is what it is”
rather than “what it means” (2007, p. 14). The mechanical is established through form and not
through meaning. That is, in the ways in which the texts are constructed, or more particularly the
way in which they construe the experience of the past, through juxtaposition and parody. The
mechanized facets of the occupation are brought about by the operations of the comic which is a
fundamental aspect of the ways in which the texts are brought into being (the way in which they
are what they), both in terms of their relationship to reality and to other texts. This relationship is
characteristic in that it creates generalities out of individuals, forms of writing, narrating etc. and in
doing so brings out the creeping of the mechanical, the lifeless, into the living.
The Palestinian predicament might be conceptualized in a lot of different ways, its politics
as well aesthetics, as many artists and scholars have done so in the past in order to elucidate the
many facets of what life as a Palestinian in different contexts looks like. My approach has been to
introduce the concept of mechanization through the comic in order to gain a more nuanced
understanding of its use in approaching history in a new and critical way within the context of a
crisis of representation in Palestinian art. Building on Bergson’s idea that the comic stands
somewhere between life and art, it is possible to think of the comic as an ideal space in which
social reality and artistic aestheticizations come together, for example in the field of memory. So
far as the concept of mechanization assumes a dichotomy between life and lifelessness, it will be
useful in tracing out the relationalities between generality and specificity, automatism and
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adaptation, or even structure and agency. More recent work in the field of anthropology of
infrastructure in Palestine focuses on such relationalities. For example, the concept of
mechanization could help expand Stamatapoulou-Robbin’s conception of “failure to build” with
regards to sewage infrastructures in the West Bank and its relation to nonsovereignty (2020), or her
concept of “waste siege” (2020) which she develops to explain the everyday politics of waste
removal in the West bank.1 Wick’s (2008) study about birth stories that “bring to light two
contrasting visions of a nation in the context of restrictions on mobility and a ground chopped up
by checkpoints” and their relationship to public health infrastructure during the second intifada is
also a good example of a case in which the concept of mechanization might apply. Life/birth might
be contextualized in terms of the mechanization/lifelessness of the occupation, or the checkpoints
might be approaches within a framework of the mechanization of the landscape. While the comic
has remained at the centre of my study, the concept of the mechanic can push the boundaries
between literature and social science and shed some light on the devices by which we might think
of them together.
As much as I have focused on the facets of the comic, I have also taken up a discussion
about history. In fact, I have thought about them as two sides of the same coin. In both works, the
comic relationship to reality is created in terms of the mismatched categories of modernity. Comic
effect is possible through an awareness of the failures of these categories, and it works on the level
of form particularly because the search for meaning, of interpretation, is itself a product of

Does the story of garbage building up and becoming unbearable while Palestinians are not able to get rid of it due to
the bureaucratic maze already seem like a scene from an Elia Suleiman movie? This problem actually comes up in one
of his earlier movies named Divine Intervention (2002) in which neighbours keep throwing garbage into each other’s
yards. Another example comes to mind of Sayed Kashua’s novel Let It Be Morning (2009) in which a village is
barricaded and put under siege for an unknown reason. Kashua describes in vivid detail the ways in which trash builds
up and takes over the whole town. In other words, the connections between aesthetic motifs and real-world
phenomenon that maybe linked through the concept of mechanization are already apparent.
1
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modernity (or enlightenment2). Temporal disillusionment, a mistrust in the teleological progress of
history, is essentially what makes the comic in both works possible. This is reminiscent of
Benjamin’s Angelis Novus, the Angel of History who, where we see “a chain of events”, sees
instead “one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of
his feet” (2009, p. 201). What a great connection this Angel is with a similar figure in Suleiman’s
latest movie, It Must Be Heaven (2019), in which a woman with the wings of an angle and the
Palestinian flag painted across her naked chest (in an ironic twist on Liberty Leading the People, a
figure literally moving history forward), makes a stand amongst the busy Americans in central
park, only to be comically chased by the police and to finally disappear into thin air (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Scene of angel standing in Central
Park (Suleiman 2019)

Instead of interpreting the many metaphors and meanings that could be embedded in the
texts I have focused on the particular arrangements of historical and political contexts that make the
realization of the two texts possible. History, not only the retelling of the past but the creation of

2
As claimed by Sontag in Against Interpretation, “interpretation first appears in the culture of late classical antiquity,
when the power and credibility of myth had been broken up by the ‘realistic’ view of the world introduced by scientific
enlightenment” (2007, pp. 5-6).
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knowledge about the past, is caught in art in different ways, and tracing out the effects of its
becoming in art through form is a vast resource for understanding its operations.
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